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A New Deal for Tourists: Route 66
and the Promotion of New Mexico
WILLIAM E. TYDEMAN

America, we are often reminded, is a road epic. We are a people on
the move; there is nothing more American than "being on the road."
Roads have been studied as shapers and artifacts of the landscape, as
metaphors for American values, and as embodiments of specific architecture and engineering properties; but far less often have we studied the histories of American roads, and even less often have we studied
the history of the twentieth-century roads-the American highway. 1
In the twentieth-century West, however, highway construction
was of centrai importance to state and regional economies. As New
Mexico's State Highway Engineer Grover Conroy put it in 1936,
Development of highways goes hand in hand with the general
progress of the community. The highway dollar is the greatest
creator of business ever expended.... Without adequate highway
facilities you have no use for automobile and truck factories, the
William E. Tydeman is currently the Idaho State Archivist and formerly the director
of the Center for Southwest Research at the University of New Mexico. He holds a .
doctorate in American Studies from the University of New Mexico and is completing a
book on Route 66 in the Southwest.
1. John Jerome, The Death of the Automobile: The Fatal Effect of the Golden Era, 19551970 (New York: Norton and Co., 1972), 103, uses the term "road epiC."
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thousands of people employed to produce them, or the raw materials necessary for their construction. Modern hotel facilities are
largely due to the Tourist Dollar. Filling stations, tireshops, supply
houses, cabin camps, and the hundreds of ,small enterprises employing thousands in gainful occupations are all the result of improved highways. It is estimated by students of economies that
one-tenth of the entire population of the United States is directly
supported from the highway industry which reaches into every
remote section of the country. 2
Conroy's boosterism and the easy equation of highways and progress
may be far more debatable today, but his implied link between improved highways and the tourist industry was the standard wisdom.
This essay will draw attention to this relationship by beginning with
an' examination of the lobbying efforts to create Route 66, then look
briefly at the careers of a few individuals associated with roadbuilding,
and finally see how roadbuilding and tourism are linked with larger
statewide promotional efforts. In short, a balanced assessment of the
twentieth-century West requires greater attention to highways and their
impact.
U.s. 66, Route 66, is perhaps the most famous of American highways. "America's Main Street" ran from Chicago to Los Angeles, via
St. Louis, Tulsa, Oklahoma City, Amarillo, Albuquerque, Flagstaff, and
Barstow. In New Mexico, Route 66 roughly followed the 35th parallel,
after entering the state west of Amarillo on the Llano Estacado, or
staked plains. It crossed the Pecos River in present-day Santa Rosa,
before reaching the beginning of basin and range country some sixty
miles west of Albuquerque. In Albuquerque, Route 66 crossed the Rio
Grande, bisected the city, and began its westward ascent through the
mountains and plateaus of the Continental Divide; west of Albuquerque it passed through the New Mexico cities of Grants and Gallup.
The area that became U.s. 66 has a long history as a transportation
corridor but a relatively short one as a transcontinental highway. Early
Spanish exploration followed the route as early as 1538, wagon roads
and stagecoach routes were constructed in the 1800s, and the railroad
entered the region in the early 1900s; but Route 66 was not a completely
paved transcontinental highway until 1937. There are a variety of reasons for this delay. Partly it was the result of the lack of existing rightof-way. Route 66 from Santa Rosa to Laguna, a distance of 160 miles,
was one of the few transcontinental highways that followed no existing
2. Grover F. Conroy, "Highway History in New Mexico," New Mexico Highway Journal
14 (April 1936), 31-32.
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railroad right-of-way.3 In addition, settlement was sparse, and grading
and paving through the pinon, juniper country was difficult.
Most.importantly, however, the major transportation corridors in
the state were on a north-south axis. Goods traditionally moved up
and down the state, not across. For example, the Santa Fe Railroad
followed the Rio Grande valley roughly paralleling the Camino Real,
the oldest highway in America. U.S. 85, the most important highway
in the state, running south from Las Vegas to Santa Fe and Albuquer- .
que, followed the same route. In the automobile era, transcontinental
travelers heading west t.hrough New Mexico had to turn north at Santa
Rosa to Romeroville and Santa Fe and then follow the traditional axis
southward on U.S. 85 into Albuquerque. 4 Unimproved and graveled
roads heading west from Santa Rosa across the state did not appear
on the State Highway Department's road maps until 1932.
The city of Santa Fe and northern New Mexico, of course, saw
this new route as extremely undesirable. Santa Fe and the surrounding
countryside had always been the tourism center of New Mexico. The
pioneering efforts of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad and
the Fred Harvey Company had made Santa Fe (and the surrounding
archaeological and anthropological sites) a tourist mecca in the Railroad
Age. By the beginning of statehood, Santa Fe, with its distinctive Pueblo
Revival Style architecture, fully embraced tourism. In the 1920s, the
railroad and the Fred Harvey Company ingeniously responded to the
impact of automobile touring on rail travel; they provided large, comfortable auto touring cars for the sightseers to leave the railroad at Las
Vegas or Albuquerque and to "detour" to Santa Fe, the center of the
Fred Harvey Company's Indian Detours. 5 To the city fathers and boosters of Santa Fe, 6 a proposed east-west transcontinental highway rep3. For a geographical perspective on what later became the Route 66 corridor, see
Jerry Williams, ed., New Mexico in Maps (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1986), 92-93, 117-19, 123-25. The contemporary tourist perspective can be found in
Lance Chilton et aI., New Mexico: A New Guide to the Colorful State (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1984), 375-409. The information regarding the lack of a railroad
right-of-way is taken from p. 375.
4. Charles D. Biebel, Making the Most of It: Public Works in Albuquerque during the Great
Depression (Albuquerque: Albuquerque Museum, 1986), 63..
5. For an anecdotal account of this transitional phase of organized tourism, see D.
H. Thomas, The Southwestern Indian Detours: The Study of the Fred Harvey/Santa Fe Railway
Experiment in "Detourism" (Phoenix: Hunter Publishing Co., 1978). The consequences of
Santa Fe's embracement of tourism can be found in Christopher M. Wilson, "The Santa
Fe, New Mexico Plaza: An Architectural and Cultural History" (master's thesis, University
of New Mexico, 1981).
6. The Chambers of Commerce, the Kiwanis, and the Rotary Clubs were, after all,
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resented the threat that tourists would "stay on the route" and not visit
"the City Different."
The Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce fought hardest for Route
66. Residing in the geographic center of the state and directly along
the proposed highway, members of the Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce maae up the most significant booster organization in the state
in the 1920s and 1930s. By the Depression, the chamber had considerable experience and success in promoting roadbuilding and tourism.
The range of the chamber's promotional activities is dearly evident
in their annual reports. In 1932 they published and distributed 22,000
tourist booklets, distributed publicity for national publications, attended national conventions of the Good Roads and Highway 66 organizations, answered more than 2,400 requests for information,
exchanged travel and tourist literature with chambers all over the country/ and lobbied furiously for roads. The annual report for 1932 notes:

In the matter of roads, the policy of this organization has been to
cooperate with the County, State, and Federal Bureaus who are
concerned with road conservation, maintenance, and development. We have felt that a policy of cooperating with recognized
agencies would be better than initiating a separate movement of
our own and through such a policy we believe the Santa Rosa cutoff project (paving Route 66 from Santa Rosa to Moriarty, thirty
miles from Albuquerque) was furthered and finally designated.
Your organization ... has met with officials in regard to the uncompleted stretches on "66." Your organization has also met with
officials of the Highway Department and delegations from the
counties in working out details that will eventually assure us of
complete, efficient roads leading through our city. Every advantage
has been taken of an opportunity to improve the highwaysituation, and your chamber is especially diligent in this connection.?
The chamber had a number of effective leaders who served on its
Board of Directors. In fact, several capitalized on their political experience lobbying for roads to gain state and national office-Clyde Oden,
mayor of Albuquerque, later became a state highway commissioner;
Clyde Tingley, perennial mayor of Albuquerque and later governor
from 1935 to 1938, served under Governors James F. Hinkle (1923-1925)
exclusively male organizations. In the 1930s, only once did these organizations approach
a women's organization-Albuquerque Women's Club---for signatures on a petition to
the governor protesting the lack of progress on the completion of the highway.
7. Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce, "Report of The Albuquerque Chamber of
.
Commerce to its Membership" (September 30, 1932), n.p.
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and Arthur T. Hannett (1925-1927) as highway maintenance superintendent for the seven New Mexico counties across the center of the
state; Clinton P. Anderson, later to serve as U.S. congressman, secretary of agriculture under President Harry Truman, and as U.s. senator, built his considerable fortune insuring road contractors.
Anderson's wealth was directly connected with roadbuilding, especially after he established the Clinton P. Anderson Agency in 1923
when highway building became big business. Although New Mexico
state law required highway contractors to purchase workman's compensation, most earlier contractors had purchased their insurance in
the larger cities of EI Paso and Denver. Anderson was aware that highway contracts presented a lucrative market, so he opened his agency,
selling policies on a door-to-door basis. 8 Later in 1936 when he learned
of a state law permitting five or more road contractors to handle their
compensation insurance collectively, he created a new insurance firm,
Mountain States Mutual Casualty Company, to handle their insurance
needs. 9
Ward Hicks was another Chamber of Commerce member' who
played an important part in the promotion of New Mexico and Route
66 on the state level through his membership on the Chamber's standing Committee on Tourist Development. He had come to Albuquerque
in 1924 as healthseeker, and two years later, apparently recovered, he
entered the Gurehl Advertising Agency; he soon bought the agency
and created the Ward Hicks Advertising Agency.lO After 1926 Hicks
handled the advertising for the city of Albuquerque through the Albuquerque Civic Council. Throughout the 1930s Hicks' agency dominated advertising in Albuquerque. 11 His extensive advertising experience
8. Richard Allan Baker, Conservation Politics, The Senate Career of Clinton P. Anderson
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1985), 16. It is noteworthy that Anderson's conservation ethic was nurtured by Aldo Leopold, who also served in the early
twenties as secretary of the Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce. Leopold used the civic
contacts the chamber provided to promulgate his conservation ideas.
9. Ibid., p. 18.
10. Who's Who In New Mexico, ed. John M. Moore (Albuquerque: Ward Anderson
Printing Co., 1937), 104. One year earlier in 1925, the state legislature granted Albuquerque the right to levy a special publicity tax of one miIlion on the dollar. These monies
were awarded to "Advertising Albuquerque," a corporation formed by the Civic Council.
11. In 1930 only two other advertising agencies were listed in the Albuquerque City
Directory. They were not listed in 1931, when the two new agencies appear. These new
agencies appear only in the 1932 directory. This pattern continues throughout the 1930s.
Only the C. C. Redman agency established in 1933 continues throughout the decade.
Hicks' publicity lists the city's major businesses as his clients. See Hudspeth's Albuquerque
City Directory (EI Paso: Hudspeth Directory Co., 1930-1939).
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and his association with Clinton P. Anderson on the chamber and in
the Rotary Club proved important when Hicks sought the advertising
for the state of New Mexico and its newly created State Tourist Bureau.
These brief accounts do not do justice to either the complex activities or to the numerous individuals whose livelihoods were linked to
the highway industry. They were among only the most important of
a large number of able individuals who capitalized on the road-building
boom of the twenties and thirties.
In 1931 the Bureau of Public Roads announced its plan to review
the projected plans for Route 66 west from Santa Rosa. Since both
Albuquerque and Mountainair (the largest town south of Santa Rosa
if the route were to head south of Santa Rosa and then west) were
possible hub sites, a great deal was riding on the bureau's decision.
As Charles Biebel has noted, "Lucrative construction contracts and jobs
were at stake. Highway building in 1931 was the premier form of
unemployment relief in New Mexico. Between 1931 and 1940, almost
one hundred million would be invested in the state for construction
of over sixteen thousand miles of paved or graded and graveled highways."12 Of these, U.s. 66 was the most important.
The prospect of the transcontinental highway by-passing several
locales incurred the wrath of businessmen and boosters in those areas.
The Albuquerque Chamber, however, managed the entire operation
with effective, behind-the-scenes lobbying. The chamber had pursued
a policy of "quiet, aggressive work" instead of noisy publicity regarding
the route. 13 This calculated strategy was designed, in part, not to alienate small businessmen who would be by-passed by the route. The
strategy proved highly effective.
Plans for the new highway placed considerable pressure, however,
on the new governor, Democrat Arthur Seligman. Lobbying efforts
among the various constituents affected by the route were especially
intense. 14 In August of 1931 the chamber sent the governor a copy of
a brief submitted to Thomas H. McDonald, director of the Bureau of
Public Roads. Signed by thirty-eight civic leaders along the proposed
route, the proposal was the most cogent analysis on record for the
12. Biebel, Making the Most of It, 63. Biebel cites the Board of Directors, Albuquerque
Chamber of Commerce, Minutes (June 11, 1929, December 30, 1930), and the Albuquerque
Journal, February 18, 26, 1931.
13. For a codification of this policy, see the February Board of Directors, Albuquerque
Chamber of Commerce, Minutes (February 3, 1932), 499.
14. See the files, Letters Received and'Letters Sent-Highway Department, 1931,
in the Arthur Seligman Papers (hereafter cited as Seligman Papers), New Mexico State
Records Center and Archives, Santa Fe.
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The 66 Drive-in Theater, Albuquerque. Photo courtesy of the Lucas Collection,
Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico.

210

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

APRIL 1991

completion of Route 66 through the state. The chamber highlighted
the mileage gains, the time and dollars saved over the earlier route,
and the potential relationship of a Route 66 through Albuquerque to
emerging air travel. The report concluded by noting, "It is our earnest
opinion that the present location of the highway in the State of New
Mexico is its weakest link and is working an undue hardship upon the
thousands of tourists from all over the country who are anxious to
travel the highway from end to end in order to enjoy its superior
advantages."15 Consistent with the chamber's quiet, aggressive policy,
chamber president Clyde Oden emphasized in his cover letter to the
governor, "a dignified presentation of our case, such as the enclosed
brief presents, will be far more acceptable to your Excellency than any
large delegation appearing in our behalf at the hearing to be held
August lOth."I6 The chamber's low-key lobbying, pursued in Santa Fe
and Washington, proved effective; in the ensuing months Bureau of
Roads and state approval was secured. Although in the next few years
the chamber would draw attention to the snail-like paving progress on
Route 66, they had already won the largest, most significant battle.
This episode, symptomatic of the factional nature of New Mexico
politics, cautions one against a facile hypothesis that the campaign for
good roads was united in its objectives. Indeed, New Mexico, unlike
California, could not agree on the importance of highways to the state
at large. As the Alamogordo News put it,
the scrap that towns and cities in the northern part of the state
are putting up over the "Santa Rosa cut-off" is in accordance with
a theory ... that if you can stop the construction of a good road
for your neighbor you are doing a good thing for yourself. We
don't believe the theory will work out. The more and better roads
in all parts of the state the better it will be for each little community.I7
Local folk wisdom has it that New Mexico suffered less than other
states during the Great Depression, that New Deal relief and public
works projects buttressed the state's economy. Yet as the thirties wore
on, civic organization budgets shrank, and advertising and publicity
efforts were sharply curtailed. Increasingly, the responsibility for promoting highways and tourism shifted to the state level.
The untimely death of Governor Seligman in September 1933 el15. Clyde Oden to Arthur Seligman, August 7, 1931, Seligman Papers.
16. Ibid.
17. Alamogordo News, undated clipping in the Seligman papers.
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evated Arthur W. Hockenhull to the state's chief office. Hockenhullieft
no doubts about his desire to promote the state; he quickly organized
and raised monies for a New Mexico exhibit at Chicago's Century of
Progress exposition and began efforts to create a statewide publicity
program.
Then, Ward Hicks, through his contacts with Clinton P. Anderson,
brought his advertising firm to Hockenhull's attention. A meeting was
arranged to discuss state advertising, and Hicks quickly prepared a
document suggesting the charge and organization of a state department
of commerce and publicity.18 Although no new department was created, Hicks was awarded a $25,000 contract to advertise New Mexico
in the surrounding states of Oklahoma and Texas. The ads appealed
to the vacationist, health seeker, romancer, and thrill seeker and emphasized New Mexico's highways. (Route 66 appears in one advertisement so recently paved that it lacked its characteristic white strip
center line. 19 ) The advertising campaign was pronounced a great success largely as a result of the stunning art work by Willard Andrews,
recently hired by the Hicks firIl}. Overall, 3,886 inquiries requesting
further information were received as tourists reportedly spent $45 million in 1934. 20 In addition, revenues from the gasoline tax for the year
totaled $2,779,295, exceeding the previous high recorded in 1930 by
$36,212. 21
The state publicity program had begun auspiciously! More space,
more advertisements, and more money were needed. When the enthusiastic highway official and booster Clyde Tingley became governor,'
they were quickly provided. Tingley's years on the Chamber of Commerce and his wide array of political contacts made through his high18. Ward Hicks to Clinton P. Anderson, March 15, 1934; Andrew Hockenhull to
Ward Hicks, March 22,1934; Ward Hicks, "A Few Suggestions for Possible Consideration
in the Organization of a State Department of Commerce and Publicity," Andrew W.
Hockenhull Papers, 1933-1934, New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, Santa
Fe. Andrew W. Hockenhull lived to a ripe old age of 97. When asked about his short
term as governor, he replied, "It was a bad time for New Mexico.... I appealed to the
teachers and state leaders for full cooperation. I set down goals and projects that would
step up the tourist industry and ignite a fairly decent road construction program."
Albuquerque Journal, June 22, 1973, B-3.
19. Julie Dunleavey, "New Mexico: A Pioneer in Southwestern Tourism," New Mexico
Magazine 62 (November 1984), 62; "Sunshiny Days and Blanket Cool Nights," exhibition
label for Welcome to the Land of Enchantment. Exhibition held at The Albuquerque"Museum,
December 1984.
20. Ibid.
21. "Gasoline Tax Collections Set New All Time Record," New Mexico Magazine 13
(February 1935), 33.
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New Mexico desert, west of Albuquerque on Route 66. Photo courtesy of the
Lucas Collection, Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New
Mexico.

way work left no doubt about his intention to promote New Mexico.
Greeting the readers of New Mexico Magazine at the beginning of his
first term, Tingley emphasized, "New Mexico has the natural advantages and facilities to become the nation's playground and the greatest
state in the union, and I'm eager to do my part toward such an accomplishment. "22 Rapidly, Tingley implemented Hicks' idea of a separate department, creating a state tourist bureau and appointing as its
new director the able publicist Joseph Dorsey. The advertising budget
22. "Greetings from New Mexico's New Governor," New Mexico Magazine 13 (January 1935), 5.
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was increased to $45,000. The advertising campaign was launched in
June 1935 and lasted through September. Ads by Willard Andrews were
placed in fifty-six newspapers in twelve states, having a combined
circulation of three million. Magazine ads appeared in fifteen national
magazines, including the Saturday Evening Post, National Gef!graphic,
Time, Newsweek, and Vanity Fair. 23 The pattern established in 1935 continued throughout the 1930s. From 1937 through 1939 the budget increased to $60,000; it reached a high the following year of $135,000 to
allow for the extensive advertising of the Coronado Cuarto Centennial
celebrating the 400th anniversary of Coronado's entrada. 24
Route 66, however, moved to the background. Cowboys, Indians,
and archaeological sites moved to center stage while the tourists, often
near their automobiles, gazed on with rapt attention. 25 References to
highways became more generic. The 1940 advertisement reminded
viewers, "Roads entering New Mexico are veritable gateways to a magic
land-and you are welcomed as would befit a royal traveler."26 Still,
getting your "kicks from Route 66" was part of the future, for by the
beginning of the Second World War, Route 66 was a baby as transcontinental highways go-a mere four years old. The dramatic event of
the thirties that would begin the transformation of Route 66 from
highway to epic-the "Okie" migration-was underway, but John
Steinbeck's novel The Grapes of Wrath and photographs in Dorothea
Lange's An American Exodus had been published only in 1939Y
However one assesses the later impact of Route 66, promoters of
the thirties clearly understood its economic significance. As the blacktop surface of Route 66 reached the Albuquerque city limits from the
west on August 31, 1936, and the east on August 14, 1938, tourist
accommodations rapidly sprang up. Hotels and tourist camps grew
from 50 in 1937 to 90 in 1940. Gross receipts of $791,000 from 213 tourist
camps in New Mexico in 1935 climbed to $1,073,000 from 279 facilities

23. "Sunshiny Days and Blanket Cool Nights."
24. Mary 1. Severns, "Tourism in New Mexico: The Promotional Activities of the
State Tourist Bureau, 1935-1950" (master's thesis, University of New Mexico, 1951), 2224.
25. Ward Hicks Advertising Agency Papers, Box 1, Special Collections, Zimmerman
Library, University of New Mexico.
26. N/?W Mexico Magazine 18 (October 1940), back cover.
27. Nancy Wood argues in Heartland New Mexico: Photographs from the Farm Security
Administration, 1935-1943 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989) that John
Steinbeck examined the Farm Security Administration photos before writing The Grapes
of Wrath.
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The last 66 road sign, Central Avenue, Albuquerque. Photo courtesy of the
Lucas Collection, Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New
Mexico.·
/
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in 1939. A year later the Conoco Travel Bureau of Denver estimated
the annual value of tourist business in New Mexico at $62,000,000. 28
It may be measuring the immeasurable to attempt to quantify the
impact of roadbuilding and tourism on New Mexico's economy in the
1930s, but before any conclusions can be reached much more research
needs to be done on initiatives and programs. Western roadbuilding
must be seen from a Washington perspective; more needs to be known
about the role of the Bureau of Public Roads, the efforts of Good Roads
Associations in each western state, and the impact of highway booster
organizations like the Highway 66 Association. Finally, state and local
political and economic developments should be viewed from a larger
regional perspective. When these projects are completed, roadbuilding
and tourism will help to recast our interpretations of the meaning of
the twentieth-century West.

28. Frank T. McCann, "The Growth of the Tourist Court in the United States and
its Relationship to the Urban Development of Albuquerque, New Mexico," Journal of The
Scientific Laboratories Dennison University 37 (1942), 62, 63, 58, 59; New Mexico State Tourist
Bureau, "Annual Report, 1940," 3.
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